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Visit to the Kotzebue Region
April 8-9, 2013

Five of the seven members of the Citizen Review Panel (Panel) and the Panel’s coordinator visited Kotzebue, Selawik, Noorvik, and Noatak in the Northern Region of the Office of Children’s Services on April 8-9 2013.  The Panel conducted site visits and met with a number of people involved with the local child welfare system.  
Local agencies, partners, and constituents visited in Kotzebue (04/08/2013) and in villages (04/19/2013):

· Children’s receiving home staff
· Community health clinic staff
· Division of Juvenile Justice staff
· Foster parents
· Guardian ad litem
· ICWA workers
· Local law enforcement including VPSO and VPOs
· Municipal officials
· Office of Children’s Services (all levels)
· School principals, counselors, nurses, teachers
· State Troopers
· Tribal officials

Kotzebue, population approximately 3,200, is the hub community in the Northwest Arctic Borough. There are 10 villages in the area served through Kotzebue (Ambler, Buckland, Deering, Kiana, Kivalina, Kobuk, Noatak, Noorvik, Selawik, and Shugnak). Kotzebue is home to NANA Regional Corporation and Maniilaq Association which serves the local Inupiat people providing health, tribal, and social services. Kotzebue has close ties to Nome, 182 miles away and a short flight away.

The Office of Children’s Services’ Kotzebue field office is one of six field offices in the Northern Region. It serves all the villages in Northwest Arctic Borough and Point Hope, a village in the far west of the North Slope Borough. When we visited, the office was fully staffed (one social services administrator, and three child services workers) except for the supervisor position which has been vacant for a year. The three child service workers (CSW) had all been in their positions for at least two years. The SSA was the newest employee having been in the position for five months. Two of the three CSWs moved to Kotzebue from outside Alaska, to join their current jobs; the third CSW had moved to Kotzebue from Fairbanks. The SSA was a native of Kotzebue and had worked for four years as an ICWA worker.
 
The following observations reflect thoughts shared by individuals in various agencies that met with the Panel. In order to protect their identity and respect their confidentiality, individual and agency sources are not identified below.  Comments below are organized into broad themes that emerged from the discussions. Some of the themes may not be actionable for the OCS. Suggestions were offered in the spirit of improving the child welfare system in the area.  

Most themes below might point to a broken system. This is certainly not the case. Several aspects of OCS system are working well in Kotzebue and are constantly improving. Suggestions below are only to provide actionable information for OCS management. 

Enthusiasm and cohesion among OCS staff: The current staff in Kotzebue seem to be enthusiastic about their work and generally have good relationships with each other. They feel they maintain good relationships with individuals from partner organizations both in Kotzebue and in the villages. They are open to new suggestions and are willing to build new relationships. 

Disparity in perceptions of effectiveness: Prior to arriving we had heard many positive things about the Kotzebue office, most of which were attributed to the recently departed supervisor. Upon talking to people in Kotzebue we heard a very different story. 
· Current staff felt they are without a supervisor since April 2012 although the immediate past supervisor resigned in December 2012. During that period, the supervisor was assigned to other regional and field offices to help with the backlog, effectively leaving Kotzebue field office without a supervisor. 
· Local partners were unanimous in their impressions that their relationship with the Kotzebue OCS field office has improved since the last supervisor left. Although, most partners agreed that relationships with existing OCS staff can improve further. 
· Several partners are unaware or unclear of OCS’ role in child welfare. They sometimes work to prevent OCS’ involvement, not realizing the resources that OCS can offer. 
From the above observations, the immediate past supervisor seemed to have paid little attention to the needs of children and concerns of other partners in the region. It is concerning to the panel that the State office relies too heavily on the case numbers and does not have a workable supervisor evaluation system that considers all dimensions of work at that level. 

Lack of an appropriate transition plan: CSWs in Kotzebue reported that they are each being supervised by a different person from three other Northern region field offices. While recruitment is very challenging in rural Alaska, three different supervisors from three different offices for three workers in the same office points to the lack of an appropriate plan for transition in leadership. 

Poor communication and working relationships: Working relationships within OCS and between OCS and other partners are tense at best. Very few ICWA workers and other partners reported good working relationships with CSWs. Such relationships seem to be few and mostly based on personal interactions and understanding. Institutional relationships are largely under severe strain. Such poor working relationships led to unclear expectations and understanding of mutual roles and responsibilities between OCS and other partners. 

· Current Kotzebue staff felt that they are not well supported by the regional office staff. They rarely see anyone from the regional office. Safety concerns of CSWs are often ignored. CSWs sometimes feel unsafe traveling to villages without a working cellphone, and one was not provided due to the expense involved. 
· CSWs do not often involve ICWA workers, and thus fail to obtain their help. CSWs feel that ICWA workers are not very cooperative or supportive. 
· CSWs are reluctant to remove children in an attempt to change the perception that ‘OCS is an agency that swoops in and removes children.’ 
· All parties in a case are often not informed of a major decision. Formal required notices are sometimes not sent until a week or more after the decision is made. While it is understandable that it may not always be possible to send a formal notice, lack of communications between OCS and its partners on a regular basis can confuse partners and put children in danger. 
Dissatisfaction with regional intake: Some partners in the villages complained about the lack of response to their reports of harm and believe that the toll free number for regional intake is not trustworthy. They would rather call the Kotzebue office because they believe they can draw on their personal relations with the CSWs in Kotzebue. While it is heartening to note the strong personal relationships, it is concerning that the regional intake is perceived as ineffective. 

Housing for OCS staff in Kotzebue: As mentioned on several previous occasions, the Panel noted the severe housing shortage in Kotzebue. OCS workers in Kotzebue are struggling to find housing and are often finding themselves in substandard housing, referred to as ‘the ghetto’. With such poor quality of life, it is unreasonable to expect to retain quality staff in remote locations such as Kotzebue. 
 
Support for foster and adoptive parents: The Panel could not meet with any current foster parents. Few past foster parents met with the Panel and generally indicated that there is very little support from the OCS in caring for children placed with them. The costs paid for child care are often insufficient. Communication is often sketchy and decisions are delayed. However, the Panel does not have enough information assess the current situation. 

Other important observations:

· [bookmark: _GoBack]The Guardian ad Litem works from home and at least one partner is uncomfortable having to call his home to discuss cases. 
· School principals and staff in the villages are strong advocates of child safety
· VPSOs and VPOs are generally active and are generally attentive to child safety. However, they are quite uninformed about OCS’ role and resources that OCS can offer. Presence of State Troopers in Selawik made a positive difference. 
· Partners working with OCS’ Anchorage, Fairbanks, or Wasilla office complain of non-responsiveness from OCS.
· The primary thing we learned from our visit to Kotzebue was the value of making our site visits. We went to Kotzebue only because we had not been to that region before so, as a statewide Panel, felt it was overdue for a visit. 
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